Outpatient health care utilization in a sample of cognitively impaired veterans receiving care in VHA geriatric evaluation and management clinics.
Within the Veterans Health Administration (VHA), Geriatric Evaluation And Management (GEM) clinics are designed specifically to address the needs of older veterans with complex age-related concerns, including dementia and comorbid medical and mental health conditions. Previous literature describes aging veterans as having greater health care needs compared with age-matched nonveteran samples, and multimorbidity is of particular concern in this population. Using data extracted from electronic medical records (EMRs), the present study describes the demographic characteristics, mental health diagnoses, and health care utilization of a sample of 476 VHA GEM patients with diagnosed cognitive impairment or dementia seen in clinics across Upstate New York. Examination of EMR data demonstrated that in addition to diagnosed cognitive impairment and dementia, over 66% of the sample had at least 1 additional mental health diagnosis coded during the study period. Many were prescribed dementia medications and/or other psychotropic medications, predominantly antidepressants. These veterans utilized a variety of outpatient services, including high rates of mental health consultation subsequent to GEM evaluation, though low rates of mental health follow-up were observed. Results from the current study provide insight into the important role mental health providers such as psychologists and psychiatrists can play as collaborators in interdisciplinary geriatrics care for veterans.